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habbat Shalom: As far back as you can
remember, which Jewish personalities
did the Religious Liberty Department
meet? Could you give a report of your
meetings with Jewish personalities?
Dr. John Graz: We work with Jewish representatives all the time and almost everywhere when
we organize events to promote religious freedom.
When I travel I always ask those who invite me
to plan meetings with religious leaders, including
rabbis. One of my first visits after having been
elected was to Costa Rica, and there I met the
chief rabbi. He said to me, “We don’t have a big
community here but one of our members is the
Vice President of the country.” In Martinique I
invited the rabbi to speak to a group of pastors.
In Washington we work closely with many organizations and among them the American Jewish
Committee. Several times I have met their Director of Inter-faith Relations. When I organized
my first World Congress on Religious Freedom,
we invited Rabbi Henry Sobel from Sao Paulo. I
keep meeting him from time to time. In Washington I met Rabbi Saperstein, who was always
helpful and is a great defender of religious freedom.
I have two reasons for feeling close to the Jewish community: 1) My grandfather was arrested
by the Nazis because he helped Jewish refugees
and French “resistants.” He died in Dachau a few
weeks before the Americans came. I grew up with
the stories of concentration camps. 2) As an Ad-
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We work with Jewish representatives all the
time and almost everywhere

to face in keeping the Saturday Sabbath as their
religious day of rest.

ventist keeping Saturday as Sabbath, I
My worst experience? I don’t rememwas often asked: “Are you Jewish? Or
ber!
do you believe like the Jews?” I have
always considered the Jews like grand
Shabbat Shalom: What is your
cousins. When they are in trouble or
wish or your dream about the Relivictims of attacks and persecution, I
gious Liberty Department in relafeel very concerned. After
tion to Judaism?
World War II, my family— Dr. John Graz and Rabbi Henry Sobel: Sao
who had been so affected by Paulo June 10, 2006, during the symposium on
Graz: Most of the Jews I
the loss of my grandfather Religious Freedom organized by the Brazilian met were very open to the
and my young uncle, both of
Association for Religious Freedom.
defense of human rights
whom were involved in deand non-discrimination.
fending freedom—hosted Jewish boys and girls
On this aspect they are in favor of religious freefrom Morocco during the summer. We became
dom. They don’t accept that someone should be
good friends.
persecuted or discriminated against for religious
reasons. But on the other side they are very susShabbat Shalom: What was the best experipicious about proselytism and especially proselyence you had in your encounter with a Jewish
tism targeting the Jewish community. We have
personality? What was the worst experience?
to understand that they are a minority and they
have been attacked many times. They
Graz: The best experience was with
are part of a minority who has been
Rabbi Sobel. We invited him to be one
discriminated against and are victims
of the speakers in our World Congress
of the “Final Solution.” But it was not
on Religious Liberty in Rio in 1997.
a minority who had to face problems
When he came, he was surrounded
and difficulties but a minority whom
by reporters like a movie star. In some
people wanted to exterminate. Tryways he is a star in South
ing to remove a Jew from
America. A year later I met
Sao Paulo June 8, 2006, during a meeting with
the Jewish religion is seen
him again, but this time in
the Governor of the State of Sao Paulo.
as seeking to eliminate its
Oslo for another congress.
identity, its culture, and its
We spent some time talking and he invited me
history. I may disagree with that approach but I
to be part of a radio interview via telephone from
can understand their reaction. Why might I disBrazil. That was a great experience to share the
agree? I’ve met many Jews who are not religious,
program with him.
or are Christians, but are still proud of being part
of the Jewish people. They keep many traditions
The first World Report on Religious Freedom
and don’t want to give up their heritage. They
I published in 1999 was not My grandfather was arrested by the
often feel rejected or misvery thick. It contained mainunderstood by their own
ly information about Adven- Nazis because he helped Jewish
people because they don’t
tists. I sent a copy to the US refugees and French “resistants.” He
follow the same religion. If
Commission on International
I were Jewish, I would feel
Religious Freedom. Rabbi died in Dachau a few weeks before
free to pursue the religion
Saperstein was one of its pre- the Americans came. I grew up with
of my choice or no relieminent members. He sent
gion at all without giving
me a letter of encouragement the stories of concentration camps.
up my Jewish identity and
and said he was especially in- 2) As an Adventist keeping Saturday
culture. This is a complex
terested in the report about
issue, but it has to do with
the problems Adventists had as Sabbath, I was often asked:
religious freedom too.
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